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Introduction
In this article I want to introduce the readers of Qualitative Inquiry to the work of Australian verbatim playwright Alana Valentine and examine how she raises the issue of veracity or truthfulness in her 2016 play Ladies Day. I also want to discuss the implications Valentine's meditation on veracity has for social science researchers who use dramatic scripts and performances to share their findings. I will use the umbrella term "research-informed theatre" to describe the work of these researchers knowing that there are important differences between plays that have been called performed ethnography, performance ethnography, ethnodrama, verbatim theatre and documentary theatre 1 .
I begin the article with a brief description of verbatim theatre and a brief discussion of the importance of veracity in verbatim theatre and research-informed theatre. I then move to an analysis of the way Valentine takes up issues of veracity or truthfulness in Ladies Day. Finally, I reflect on the implications Valentine's work has for research-informed theatre practitioners.
Verbatim theatre Verbatim theatre has been described by its practitioners as "stories from real life;
"a piece of theatre [made] by interviewing people"; "work that draws in some way from real life or a community"; "a commitment to put … the voice of that community on stage with some felicity to the way they speak," and "work which … has some ethical obligation back to that community" (Brown and Wake 2010, p.2) . The term "verbatim"
refers to the origins of the words spoken in a verbatim play. The words of real people are recorded or transcribed by a playwright during an interview or are appropriated from existing records such as the transcripts of a court hearing. The words are then edited, arranged and/or recontextualized to form a dramatic script that can be performed on stage by actors who take on the characters of the real individuals whose words are being used (Hammond and Steward 2008, p.9) .
Verbatim theatre, which has roots as far back as the drama of late eighteenthcentury Germany (Garde, Mumford, and Wake 2010) 2 , has become very popular in North America, the United Kingdom and Australia in the last two decades. In Britain, some verbatim theatre practitioners believe their projects are beginning to displace mainstream media as a way for the public to access reliable information about current political events (Brown and Wake 2010 I like to think of my work on a spectrum that ranges from pure verbatim to fiction. Ladies Day sits at the halfway mark, maybe leaning more towards the fictional end. The characters are amalgamations and conflations of real people and so are some of the events, but it's a very massaged version of real events (Blake 2016) .
In her Playwright's Note about the play, Valentine comments on her amalgamations and conflations of real people:
Given my own sustained relationship with the GLBTI of Sydney (and elsewhere) it would be fair to say that much of my life has contributed to the portraits of the characters in this drama. The line between truth and fiction is one which audiences themselves must draw. My sincere contract with the audience for Ladies Day is that I hope this work is no less true for being an artifice of conflations, amalgamations, and combinations of stories drawn from real life (Valentine 2016, p.60) .
To help the audience draw its own conclusions about the veracity or truthfulness about her story Valentine includes a character to represent herself, a verbatim playwright interviewing gay men living in Broome. The character is called Lorena and she appears for the first time in scene two of the play, where she talks about the two hardest things she's ever done: masturbate when someone has asked her and writing herself into one of her plays.
LORENA So the second hardest thing I have ever done is this, include myself in my own play. Because I am better at telling other people's stories. At least I'm more comfortable. I know that for every artist it's always about yourself even when it is about someone else, but just for a moment, ignoring the universal theme line and facing the fact that I am putting myself in my own play, this story of a writer who goes to Broome and what happens to her is the second hardest thing I have ever done. Because it is just like the hardest thing I mentioned, just so personal. And then, just sometimes, you meet someone who can. But not the way you expect (Valentine, 2016, p.3) .
By naming the project of including herself in one of her plays as the second hardest thing she's ever done, and juxtaposing it against the first hardest thing she's ever done Valentine reveals just how vulnerable she feels in sharing her reflections on the veracity of her work with her audiences. But difficult as it is, she forges ahead. The last two lines in scene two talk about how a playwright sometimes meets someone who talks about where they live in a way that is unexpected. These lines foreshadow the surprising end of the play when Lorena finds out that Mike, one of the men she has interviewed, has lied to her.
Mike is a newcomer to Broome and the audience follows him as he meets other gay men in town. In scene seven Mike meets John at Ladies Day at the Broome races. On Ladies Day, some of the gay men attend the races in dresses. Mike is wearing lingerie, a frock, hat, make-up and women's shoes. In the stage directions Valentine writes He looks divinely beautiful. Sexy and gorgeous. This is not eighties drag with bad foundation and a nasty wig -this is glorious, genuinely elegant glamour on a man (Valentine 2016, p.6 RODNEY You're like a snake charmer. You charm stories out of people and before they know it they're telling you stuff they've never told anyone and it does them no good to dwell on.
LORENA Says you.
RODNEY Everyone says it's tolerant and suddenly you're suspicious. LORENA I think it depends on who you ask.
RODNEY
People are going to want to impress you (Valentine 2016, p.27-28) .
Invested in the representation of Broome as a tolerant community, Rodney questions Lorena about the stories of bigotry and intolerance she says she has heard. He says he hasn't heard of any homophobic incidents. He thinks the people Lorena is talking to are telling her about homophobic incidents because they're trying to impress her. At this point of the play, having witnessed Mike's brutal rape and beating on stage, the audience is prepared to believe there has been at least one violent homophobic incident in Broome, and Lorena is justified in including the incident in her play. We are prepared to believe her when she says, "There are incidents everywhere. Including
Broome." Importantly, the audience also belives that Rodney knows about the rape because he was the doctor who was called to help Mike after Liam, a good friend of Mike's, found him lying on the floor badly injured and semi-conscious.
Our belief that a rape took place at Ladies Day deepens as we follow the story of what happens after Mike reports the rape to a Broome police officer named Therese. We 
MIKE
Listen sweetness, you want to know why? Because this is my life in here. In here, John stalks me and controls me and assaults me, over and over and over. And the only way I can make it real, the only way I can dodge my own… stuff… about how this should have been the love of my life… how he was the one and then he was this … monster, is to make him into this…I thought you might understand (the ellipses used in these lines appear in the play script) (Valentine 2016, p.56) .
The story of the lie begins when Liam asks Lorena not to put the story about the murder into her play. Lorena is surprised. Liam and Mike told her the story for a reason and they signed a release form agreeing to have their story appear in the script. Lorena's reference to the release form establishes she has followed the standard practice of ensuring she has permission to use the words of the people she has interviewed in her play. When Lorena understands Liam doesn't want the story of the murder included because he and Mike lied about it, she is stunned and "backs away like a crab" (p.54).
Lorena tells Liam no one has ever lied to her before. Liam believes this is naïve: "Yeah, they have," he says (p.55).
When Mike enters the scene he explains he was, indeed, raped. But not by John, and not in Broome. He was raped by his partner. For Mike, the story he told Lorena about the rape is actually true. "All I've changed is the setting" (p.55). But Lorena is looking for veracity and authenticity 3 . Changing the setting makes the story less accurate, less truthful. She asks Mike why he just didn't tell her the story of being raped by his partner. Mike says that story wasn't as good as the story he told her. Lorena is incredulous. For a verbatim theatre practitioner the only story worth telling is the story that really happened. But Mike continues to argue for the truthfulness of his story: Just like Lorena who tells her own story through the stories of other people, the only way he could tell the story of being raped by his partner was to attribute the rape to another person.
Mike's argument here is compelling. Two scenes earlier Lorena shared a personal story of being sexually assaulted by five teenage boys when she was a teenager. The first boy who assaulted her was a boy she had a crush on. It is a horrific story. The way Mike's story is a horrific story. And because Lorena has shared the story of her own sexual assault with the audience we understand why she may be so interested in including
Mike's rape story in her play. Sharing Mike's story is another way of sharing her own story.
Like Lorena the audience has been lied to. Lorena's response of "maybe" allows her to begin thinking of a way to honour Mike's belief that his story of John is real but not let the audience leave the theatre thinking that Mike's rape took place in Broome. The result of that thinking is Ladies Day, a play that lies to the audience to tell them a complex set of truths about violence against gay men.
The play ends with Lorena listening Rodney's interview on her recording device.
Rodney's words tie Valentine's meditation on truth telling in verbatim theatre to truth telling in gay communities in regional Australia. RODNEY I do know some guys who have never come to grips with the sexuality … People can't who say things about themselves, so they tell stories. Maybe they're not lying, they're telling the truth their way …There's a lot of people in the Kimberley and in the Territory with a lot secrets… …Before I came to Broome I was living a version of something. Now I'm going to be me. Any version of me that suits me. Okay? (the ellipses that appear here are mine).
Rodney's words ends the play and the audience is left with the understanding that some gay men in the Kimberley and the Territory are in the closet and need to tell stories about their lives. Others, like Rodney, feel they can be themselves. Mike's lie about the rape, then, does represent an authentic experience for some gay men in the communities Valentine visited. Valentine has been able to achieve both veracity and authenticity in Ladies Day by lying.
Implications for Research-Informed Theatre Practitioners
Alana Valentine's choice to lie to her audience is a bold choice. Especially right now in a moment when verbatim theatre is perceived by some to be superior to mainstream journalism for delivering reliable information. Mike's insight that Lorena's job as a playwright is to fascinate her audience reminds research-informed theatre practitioners that there is a real tension between their job to tell compelling stories and their job to provide reliable information. I have written about this tension before and have argued that research-informed theatre practitioners must find a way to negotiate conflicting commitments to veracity, authenticity, and theatricality (Goldstein 2008; Goldstein et al 2014) . Alana Valentine has chosen to put the conflict between these different commitments on stage and ask her audience to engage in the conflict with her.
My work in this article can be seen as an example of such engagement.
I have argued the reason Valentine has been successful in staging a lie to tell a complex set of truths is because she was willing to put herself into her play as a character.
This required making herself vulnerable and putting her own personal story of violence on stage. This too is a bold choice.
In her now classic article on creative analytic practice, sociologist Laurel Richardson (2000) argues researcher-artists must show how they came to write their story. Playwrights must show how they gathered the information embedded in their play, how they have held themselves accountable to high standards of understanding and writing about the people they have studied, and how their point of view may have impacted on their telling of their story. Most research-informed theatre practitioners do this kind of reflexive work outside the story of their play, in Playwright's Notes at the beginning or end of their published scripts or in the program that accompanies their performances. Alana Valentine has provided us with an example of how such reflexivity can be shared within a play itself. Doing so required creativity, boldness and courage.
The same kind of creativity, boldness and courage it takes to live as a gay man in Broome. And everywhere else.
In memory of the forty-nine people who died inside Pulse, a gay nightclub in
Orlando, Florida, during a mass shooting that has been described as the most deadly mass shooting in the United States of America.
